What are the 6 words you dread hearing most? I have been told that many men fear, "Honey, would you hold my purse?" For several years now, I cringe when in a meeting, planning session, phone consultation, student conference, or even standing in the hallway, someone utters the words, "I/we want to do a survey." I agree with the likes of Kerlinger and Lee who state that survey research requires both "a good deal of research knowledge and sophistication," and that the competent survey researcher requires command of a variety of topics such as sampling, instrument construction, data analysis, among other technical considerations. 1 Kerlinger and Lee conclude that (1) "such knowledge is hard to come by" and (2) "Few investigators get this kind and amount of experience." So weary are the CEO Deans of being inundated with requests for their participation in myriad survey research projects of varying quality that in July 2004, the presidential officers responded by instructing AACP staff to act as follows: (1) staff must decline all requests for e-mail addresses and/or mailing addresses for CEO deans of member institutions for the purpose of conducting survey research; (2) staff should make available for purchase (for one-time use only) contact information (e-mail addresses and/or mailing addresses) for targeted groups of faculty included in the AACP faculty database (excluding CEO deans); and (3) staff should no longer review, critique, or approve survey instruments outside those constructed and implemented as part of AACP's institutional research initiatives or by units of the Association.
In our quest to answer burning questions or find out how others are tackling problems that we, too, face, we may fail to look to the literature when indeed there may already be published papers on the subject of interest. At the very least, there may be possible instrumentation or suggested methodology that could be adopted. Seemingly, many requests for input are not guided by a research plan, study objectives, or a dissemination strategy. Many potential respondents are so overburdened with requests for their input that instead of weighing the decision to respond, they simply decline all requests for participation. Salant and Dillman differentiate 4 possible sources of error functioning in all survey research. 2 Coverage error is when the sampling frame (many times a list or roster) does not include all elements of the population that one wishes to study. That is, not all members of a defined population have the same (if any) probability of being included in the sample. For example, using the state pharmacy association membership list rather than the state board of pharmacy roster of pharmacists, if you indeed wish to generalize to the state's practicing pharmacists at large and not just those who are dues-paying members of the state society. Sampling error is the discrepancy, due to random sampling, between the true value of the population parameter and the sample estimate of that parameter. In this case the best offense is obtaining as large a sample as is feasible. Non-response error or bias can occur if we fail to collect data from each member of the sample. Although nonresponse error can theoretically occur with anything less than a 100% response rate, it is generally recommended that a response rate of 70% or greater is optimal because non-response bias is thought to be minimal at that high of a response rate. If the response rate is low, those that responded have a greater chance of being self-selected and may be inherently different from those who did not respond, and thus not representative of the target population. This can be very problematic, especially when using a mail questionnaire, about which Kerlinger and Lee state with regard to possible low response rates, "the mail questionnaire is worse than useless, except in highly sophisticated hands." 1 With the advent of e-mail and web-based approaches, this becomes even more problematic. There are follow-up strategies and approaches that must be considered and employed as well.
Even if the survey researchers have done all the groundwork to avoid the first 3 types of error, many forms of measurement error (response bias) can occur due to any number of factors. Measurement error occurs when a subject's response to a given item is something other than the "true" or "correct" answer and reflects limitations of the instrument. Whether it be a result of the subject's inherent response styles, the questionnaire construction and layout, or specific item properties such as type of scaling responses, all too often the result is data lacking reliability and validity. Bad data are worse than no data at all. Especially worrisome is when sweeping conclusions are based on said bad data.
Another consideration is that of human subjects protection. Subjects, be they patients, pharmacists, students, or colleagues, must be willing volunteers, free of coercion, informed of any potential risks and benefits, and be assured that the confidentiality or anonymity of their data is guaranteed. Many times survey research projects are deemed exempt from full review by institutional review boards (IRBs); however, the IRB makes this declaration based on paperwork filed by the researchers. The researchers do not make this pronouncement.
Survey research inquiries must be conducted with as much rigor as any other methodology in order to have confidence in the findings. As a potential subject in a survey research project or prospective manuscript reviewer, ask yourself if the researchers/authors adequately addressed the potential sources of error and informed participants of their rights as human subjects. If not, just say "no."
